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Rethinking the causes of the Third Punic War1 
 
 
 

 
The Punic Wars are undoubtedly one of the most important events in the 

history of Rome due to their immense historical impact and geopolitical 
ramifications. The epilogue of this great historical epic, however, has received 
only a fraction of the attention that historians have paid to the first two conflicts. 
The Third Punic War (149-146), in fact, is often forgotten and relegated to a 
position of little importance in the Mediterranean expansion of the Roman 
Republic during the second century, except for its final moment: the destruction 
of Carthage. 

 
Indeed, the third conflict between Rome and Carthage appears to be a special 

case: it is not only overshadowed by the great battles and larger-than-life 
characters of the previous wars, but it is also strongly penalised by its very nature. 
Being essentially a long siege complemented by minor operations in the 
Carthaginian hinterland, it may appear as the least significant of the Punic Wars 
from a military and tactical standpoint in the face of ever-growing interest in the 
military history of ancient Rome. Furthermore, while somewhat abstract, the 
sources remark how this event represented a pivotal moment – the true end of an 
era. The destruction of Carthage is strongly emphasised as a turning point for the 
Republic by the sources since, following the end of its main Mediterranean rival, 
it marked the end of the metus hostilis, an arcane fear of invasions that, up to that 
point, had represented a key element in Roman strategy at various stages of its 
history2. 

 
1 All dates are BCE unless indicated otherwise; all the translations are my own. 
2 This feeling is well represented in App. Pun. 20, 134, which describes the joy and celebrations 

once the news of Carthage’s destruction reached Rome: When the people of Rome saw the ship and 



Fabrizio Biglino 

160 www.historika.unito.it 

 
Nevertheless, I believe that the true relevance of the Third Punic War lies 

primarily in its political implications. The series of events and decisions over the 
decades that preceded the conflict offer a very important insight not only into 
Rome’s foreign policy during this crucial period of the second century, but also 
into what it might be regarded as the geopolitical vision of the Republic, an 
element, in my opinion, often misunderstood by modern historiography 3 . 
Moreover, their analysis allows us to highlight the different political rivalries 
within the senate, often intertwined with economic, military, and strategic 
interests4. By combining these elements, this paper will suggest that the Third 
Punic War falls within the characteristics of a ruthless, yet thought-out, preventive 
war aimed at thwarting Carthage’s attempts to return to its status of great power. 

 
Finally, I will highlight an element hardly discussed in the context of this 

conflict but that, in my opinion, should be considered when examining those 
aspects that led to the war and its outcome (i.e. the destruction of Carthage): the 
perception that Rome was experiencing a severe military crisis5. Indeed, although 

 

heard of the victory early in the evening, they poured into the streets and spent the whole night 

congratulating and embracing each other like people just now delivered from some great fear, just 

now confirmed in their worldwide supremacy, just now assured of the permanence of their own city, 

and winners of such a victory as never before. (οἱ δ᾽ ἐν ἄστει ὡσαύτως τὴν ναῦν ἰδόντες καὶ τῆς 
νίκης περὶ δείλην ἑσπέραν πυθόµενοι ἐς τὰς ὁδοὺς ἐξεπήδων καὶ διενυκτέρευον µετ᾽ 
ἀλλήλων, ἡδόµενοι καὶ συµπλεκόµενοι ὡς ἄρτι µὲν ἐλεύθεροι φόβων γεγονότες, ἄρτι δ᾽ 
ἄρχοντες ἑτέρων ἀσφαλῶς, ἄρτι δὲ βέβαιον τὴν πόλιν ἔχοντες, καὶ νενικηκότες οἵαν οὔτινα 
πρότερον ἄλλην νικην.) Some features of the metus might have survived the fall of Carthage, albeit 

in a different way: the metus Gallicus, for example, could have persisted until Caesar’s campaign 

and conquest in the 50s, although threat of Celtic invasions had vanished since the conquest of the 

Po Valley in the 220s. Following the Hannibalic War, the Cimbri were the first to attack Roman Italy, 

but opinions on their origins varied: while Appian (see App., Gall., 1.2 and Ill., 1.4) label them as 

Celts, most sources report them as Germans (see Plut., Mar., 11.3; Strabo, 7.2.4; Vell. Pat., 2.12.2; 

Tac., Germ., 1.37: Eundem Germaniae sinum proximi Oceano Cimbri tenent, parva nunc civitas, sed 

gloria ingens). 
3 See Harris 1979, 234; Le Bohec 2011, 435; Rosenstein 2012, 233. 
4 Zanin 2024, 53 argues how not even the debate between war and peace: «…fu immune alle 

divisioni, alle simpatie e alle ambizioni dei membri dell’aristocrazia romana, anzi divenne terreno 

privilegiato di sfogo delle reciproche rivalità e della concorrenza politica. »; Bellomo 2021 highlights 

how these divisions and rivalries played an important role within the context of Roman expansion in 

Cisalpine Gaul. 
5 Santangelo 2021, 302-303 emphasises how it is an ambivalent concept whose use serves to 

reflect on the multiple forms of tension and conflict; Koselleck 2006, 358: «Applied to history, 

‘crisis’, since 1780, has become an expression of a new sense of time which both indicated and 

intensified the end of an epoch. Perceptions of such epochal change can be measured by the increased 

use of crisis». 
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Rome was experiencing a period of overall great success, it is also true that, as 
reported by the sources, its legions were experiencing defeats and setbacks, the 
wars in Spain being a clear example of such difficulties. I will therefore examine 
the Third Punic War as a case study of an almost hysterical search for a 
demonstration of strength directed not so much toward the rivals of the Republic, 
but toward the Romans themselves. Until the command of Scipio Aemilianus, 
however, the war had practically the opposite effect, making the destruction of 
Carthage psychologically necessary (as was that of Numantia a decade later). 

 
Overall, through this paper, I will highlight how the Third Punic War offers 

a unique multi-layered perspective on Roman strategic and geopolitical thinking 
during the decisive decades of the mid-second century. Also, I will examine how, 
not dissimilar to other great powers in history, the Republic attempted to 
counterbalance a perceived military crisis with the hope of an easy victory. 

 
 

1. Rome and Carthage (200-150): war at all costs? 
 
How did the crisis of 150 and the subsequent declaration of war come about? 

Looking at traditional historiography, the narrative, predominantly based on 
comments in the sources – Polybius in particular –, that the senate had decided on 
war long before its actual declaration, simply looking for the right pretext, is still 
quite widespread and accepted6 . The actions of Masinissa’s Numidia and the 
Carthaginian reaction offered the perfect casus belli that Rome was waiting for 
and wasted no time to exploit it. For this reason, the declaration of war was seen 
as unjustified and the following conflict caused solely by the imperialist desires 
of the Roman landowner aristocracy. 

 
I believe, however, that the declaration of war was anything but unplanned 

and/or unjustified, and that the narrative that the Republic had been looking for a 
pretext for some time is rather unsatisfactory. There are, in fact, several elements 
to consider, but, in my opinion, the Romans employed long-term strategic 
preventive thinking combined with a precise historical-geopolitical awareness in 
their negotiations with the Carthaginians between 150 and 149. This was the result 
of a mentality matured during the first half of the second century based on the 
experiences accumulated in relations with Carthage since the beginning of the 
Punic Wars. Before going into details, however, I believe it is necessary to 
examine the chronology of events that make up the Punic-Numidian crisis and 
that led to Rome’s declaration of war. The literary evidence, in fact, presents us 

 
6 Polyb. XXXVI 2: They had long ago made up their minds to act thus, but they were looking 

for a suitable opportunity and a pretext that would appeal to foreign nations. 
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with a disordered and partly incomplete chronology before the point of no return, 
the battle of Oroscopa in 150 and the subsequent declaration of war in 149. 

 
The sources suggest that the situation began to deteriorate shortly after the 

end of the Second Punic War. The Numidians, taking advantage of Rome’s being 
occupied by the revolts in Spain and the political chaos in Carthage following 
Hannibal’s exile (195), began their attacks in the period 195-193, with Livy 
mentioning that they were able to capture the region of Emporia 7 . Roman 
intervention was then requested, which, although it ended in favour of Massinissa, 
apparently led to a treaty that in theory should have guaranteed fifty years of peace 
between the two parties. 

 
In this context, it is possible to position what is stated in Polybius’ text, 

according to which Massinissa, by 160, eager to further occupy the fertile and 
lucrative region of Emporia, advanced new claims and then resumed his attacks 
against the Carthaginians, taking advantage of the long period of peace that 
further weakened them8 . Livy and Appian, however, report tensions and new 
hostilities starting from 182, Livy’s chronicle also mentioning the arrival in Rome 
in 172 of a Carthaginian delegation with the news that Massinissa had 
appropriated about seventy cities and fortresses. These could be the Numidian 
claims on the Campi Magni and Tysca reported by Appian9. The next known fact 
is that, in 157, after having delayed as much as possible, Rome sent an embassy 
of which Cato was one of the members. It is on this occasion that the issue of 
Carthage’s wealth and prosperity could have been raised, triggering the famous 
episodes of the African figs and the Catonian warning Carthago delenda est10. 

 
7 Livy XXXIV 62: The coastal district which skirts the Lower Syrtis is called Emporia. It is a 

very fertile country and there is one city in it – Leptis – which alone paid Carthage tribute to the 

extent of a talent a day. This district Masinissa overran and ravaged from end to end and occupied 

parts of it, so that it appeared doubtful whether it belonged to him or to the Carthaginians. Also see 

Polyb. XXXI 21 and App. Pun. 10, 67; on Hannibal’s exile see Livy XXXIII 47 and Livy XXXIV 

62 on the Numidian reaction: Masinissa postquam et infames Carthaginienses et inter se ipsos 

discordes sensit… 
8 Polyb. XXXI 21: ἐπεβάλετο καταπειράζειν τῶν Καρχηδονίων οὐ πολλοῖς ἀνώτερον 

χρόνοις τῶν νῦν λεγοµένων καιρῶν. ἅτε τῶν ὑπαίθρων κρατῶν διὰ τὸ τοὺς Καρχηδονίους 
αἰεὶ µὲν ἀλλοτρίους ὑπάρχειν τῆς ἐν τῇ γῇ χρείας, τότε δὲ καὶ τελέως ἐκτεθηλύνθαι διὰ τὴν 
πολυχρόνιον εἰρήνην; Walsh 1965, 157 states that all of Massinissa’s violations following those of 

the beginning of the century took place after 154, coinciding with the Second Celtiberian War. 
9 Livy XL 17 on the events of 182; Livy XLII 23 on the Carthaginian delegation to Rome; 

App. Pun. 10, 68 dates these events to 174. 
10 Plut. Cat. Mai. 26, 2: Cato, however, found the city by no means in a poor and lowly state, 

as the Romans supposed, but rather teeming with vigorous fighting men, overflowing with enormous 

wealth, filled with arms of every sort and with military supplies, and not a little puffed up by all this. 
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The main opponent of Cato’s inflexible stand was Scipio Nasica, who, in 152, 
went again to Carthage at the head of another delegation to avert war. Several 
sources, on this occasion, mention Nasica’s almost prophetic warning about how 
Rome needed Carthage and the fear instilled by this rival (the well-known metus 
hostilis, or what Polybius labelled as ἔξωθεν φόβος) as it kept a sense of 
discipline and unity among its people11. Through further analysis of the sources, 
I believe it is possible to examine Nasica’s embassy from a slightly different 
perspective and suggest that, in 153, the Carthaginians had taken the initiative. 
Contrary to a traditional depiction of passiveness, Appian suggests that one of 
Carthage’s dominant factions capitalised on the international situation and 
successfully attacked the Numidians12. Such an escalation in Africa, therefore, 
pushed the Romans to send a new delegation, most likely the one that included 
Scipio Nasica. Although Walsh has placed these events within the context of the 
early years of the second century and the beginning of the Punic-Numidian crisis, 
I believe that the information within Appian’s text allows us to postpone them to 
the 150s13. As mentioned, the democratic party in Carthage went on the offensive: 
…watching their opportunity while the Romans were at war with the Celtiberians, 
and Massinissa was marching to the aid of his son, who was surrounded by other 
Spanish forces…14 By combining these information, I argue that Appian refers to 
the Lusitanians’ raids in Africa before they were finally defeated by the Roman 

 

He therefore thought it no time for the Romans to be ordering and arranging the affairs of Masinissa 

and the Numidians, but that unless they should repress a city which had always been their malignant 

foe, now that its power was so incredibly grown, they would be involved again in dangers as great 

as before. Also see Livy Per 47 and App. Pun. 10, 69; on the anecdote of the African figs, see Plin. 

HN. XV, 74: Sed a Catone appellata iam tum Africana admonet Africae ad ingens docimentum usi 

eo pomo. namque perniciali odio Carthaginis flagrans nepotumque securitatis anxius, cum clamaret 

omni senatu Carthaginem delendam…; Meijer 1984, 122-124 argues that Cato’s gesture was 

primarily aimed at galvanizing the patriotic feelings – and economic interests – of the members of 

the senate. 
11 Diod. Sic., XXXIV-XXXV, 33, 1-5; App. Pun. 10, 69: Scipio Nasica was of the contrary 

opinion, that Carthage should be spared in order that Roman discipline, already relaxed, might be 

preserved through fear of her. Flor., I 31, 15: Scipio Nasica thought that she should be preserved, in 

order that, if fear of the rival city were removed, prosperity would not begin to have a demoralizing 

effect. Polyb., VI 18, 2. Whether such fears were the reflection of actual concerns perceived by the 

Roman ruling class by the mid-second century has been widely debated: see Gelzer 1931; Hoffman 

1960; Walbank 1965; Lintott 1972; Bonamente 1975; Hackl 1980; Zecchini 1995; Desideri 2002; 

Jacobs 2010. 
12 App. Pun. 10, 68 describes how Punic politics were divided between three factions: a pro-

Roman one, a pro-Numidian one, and a third that he calls democratic (τῶν δὲ δηµοκρατιζόντων). 

He then adds how the latter – thus probably the ruling one in Carthage – triggered the attack. 
13 See Walsh 1965, 157. 
14  App. Pun. 10, 68: οἳ φυλάξαντες Ῥωµαίους τε Κελτίβηρσι πολεµοῦντας καὶ 

Μασσανάσσην ἐπικουροῦντα υἱῷ πρὸς ἑτέρων Ἰβήρων συγκεκλεισµένῳ. 
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forces under Lucius Mummius’ command15. Finally, there is one more piece to this 
puzzle that should be examined, and that is Zonaras’ commentary; though a much 
later source, it offers a description of the events different from all other sources. 
Firstly, it is worth emphasizing how he argues that the Romans, having settled 
other questions to their satisfaction, did not remain at rest, which could be a 
reference to Marcus Atilius’ campaign in Spain (152) 16 . Secondly, Zonaras’ 
description of Nasica’s embassy is very different: there are no rhetorical 
digressions on how Rome needed its rivals in order to maintain its discipline and 
prowess. We are instead presented with a tense situation, with Carthage reaming 
itself to face the Numidians, so Rome, whose attention was focused elsewhere, 
needed to force a de-escalation. Finally, and even more interestingly and again 
differing from other sources and the traditional narrative, according to Zonaras 
the Romans, on this occasion, ruled in favour of the Carthaginians17.  

This different situation in the period 153-152 offers interesting reflections to 
which we will return later. In any case, in 150, the Carthaginians assembled an 
army in order to face Massinissa, but were heavily defeated at the battle of 
Oroscopa18. This was deemed unacceptable by the Romans since, according to 
the terms of the treaty of 201, Carthage required their permission to carry out such 

 
15 See Moreno 2017, 338; App. Hisp. 10, 57: Some of the Lusitanians on the other side of the 

Tagus, under the leadership of Caucenus, being incensed against the Romans, invaded the Cunei, 

who were Roman subjects, and captured their large city, Conistorgis, and near the Pillars of 

Hercules they crossed over the straits, and some of them overran part of Africa, while others laid 

siege to the city of Ocile. Although Appian specifically mentions Celtiberians (Κελτίβηρσι) in Pun., 

10, 68, it is not unthinkable assuming that this term was also used to group together several Iberian 

populations including the Lusitanians. This could be supported by the fact that when discussing 

Viriathus, Front. Strat., II 5, 7 defines him as dux Celtiberorum, leader of all Celtiberians. 
16 Zonar. 9 26; on Marcus Atilius, see App. Hisp. 10, 58: he took Mummius’ place and obtained 

important successes against the Lusitanians, forcing them to surrender. 
17  Zonar. 9, 26: For the Carthaginians could not endure being in an inferior position, and 

contrary to the treaty were gathering allies and getting their fleet ready in preparation for the war with 

the Numidians. And the Romans, having settled other questions to their satisfaction, did not remain 

at rest, but sending out Scipio Nasica, they reproached their rivals with this breach of faith and 

ordered them to disband their armament. When the Carthaginians put the blame upon Massinissa and 

because of the war with him declined to obey the order, the Romans arranged terms for them with 

Massinissa and prevailed upon him to retire from a certain territory in their favour. 
18 Polyb. XXXVI 16, 12; Plut. Mor. 15 (791F-792A); App. Pun. 10, 70-73 offers the most 

detailed report on this campaign, but the numbers of soldiers he is suggesting are confusing: from 

25,400 Carthaginians at the beginning (Pun., 10, 70), we end up with an army of 58,000 men (Pun., 

10, 73). The only plausible explanation is that Carthage received substantial help from Numidian 

deserters (32,600 men in total). 
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an action19. As previously mentioned, this Punic reaction was the main reason – 
or at least, the pretext – for the Republic to declare war. 

 
 
 
2. Toward a different approach 
 

This chronology, albeit flawed, allows us to consider various aspects of the 
interactions between Rome, Carthage, and Numidia during the first half of the 
second century and examine the causes of the Third Punic War. For the longest 
time, in fact, the dominant perception of Rome’s declaration of war was one of 
economic imperialism, as already highlighted by Mommsen and Rostovtzeff, 
who argued that the Republic’s motivation was twofold: 1) it allowed the 
protection of Italian trade from growing Punic competition, 2) it could have been 
an opportunity for the Roman aristocracy to enrich itself through the conquest of 
substantial African land20. Baronowski still endorses the economic motivation by 
arguing that Carthage posed a threat to Rome’s interests in Africa and an obstacle 
to its dominance in the region21. This economic “hunger” of the Republican upper 
classes goes parallel to its growing political competition and, as remarked by 
Harris, we get the Φιλαpχία (thirst for power) as the fundamental motive 
underpinning the Roman decision to destroy Carthage22. 

 
Classifying the Third Punic War as a conflict driven exclusively by economic 

interests, however, would be an over-simplification of the Mediterranean 
geopolitical landscape of the time. While they certainly had an important weight 
in favour of the campaign since, as reported by Appian, they led to the recruitment 
of a large number of troops, I do not consider them the main reason behind the 
declaration of war23. After all, as argued by Gruen: «The prospect of loot could 

 
19 Livy XXX 37: They were not to make war either within or beyond the frontiers of Africa 

without the permission of Rome. 
20 Mommsen 1854-1856; Rostovtzeff 1957. 
21 Baronowski 1995, 27-28: «…another cause of the Third Punic War in Polybius’ scheme was 

a desire on the part of certain senators to annex Carthaginian soil and make it available for 

exploitation of their own economic class». 
22 Harris 1979, 240. 
23  App. Pun. 11, 75: There was a general rush of citizens and allies to join this splendid 

expedition, and absolute confidence in the result, and many were eager to have their names on the 

enrolment. On the size of the Roman army see Brunt 1971, 684 and Goldsworthy 2001, 340. On the 

importance of economically profitable military campaigns to motivate recruitment, Livy XLII 32 

describes the enthusiasm at the beginning of the Third Macedonian War: Licinius called up the old 

soldiers and centurions, and many volunteers gave in their names because they saw that those who 
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entice generals and stimulate recruiting – which is not the same as determining a 
senatorial decision to make war.»24 On the latter, in fact, the only indication of 
this supposed intense Punic economic competition, and the threat it represented, 
are Cato’s words, through the previously mentioned episode of the African figs. 
Besides him, who, as we will see, represents a rather biased source, it is actually 
very difficult to understand the actual extent and impact of Carthage’s 
competition. Furthermore, we should consider the proverbial other side of this 
coin: Carthage not only represented an economic rival, but also a market for 
Romano-Italian products. A war would have deprived traders of a crucial – and 
florid – market just a few days’ sailing from Italy, thus causing a short-to-medium 
term negative impact on the Roman economy25. The same argument, however, is 
applicable to the opposite side, made of traders – who ranged from members of 
the equestrian order, publicani and other senators – who would have welcomed a 
profitable and short war in order to exploit the rich and lucrative military contracts 
and the potential rewards26. It becomes, therefore, particularly difficult to identify 
those in favour and those against the war solely on the economic basis, in line 
with Badian’s view, arguing that the economic thesis of the Third Punic War 
«deserves to be allowed to die» 27  since it has never received a convincing 
demonstration. Whilst I would not be as drastic, I agree that it is necessary to look 
elsewhere for the root causes of the declaration of war. 

 
More recently, Pierre-Luc Brisson has suggested to examine the outbreak of 

the Third Punic War through the lens of modern international relations; in 
particular, he argues that this conflict was the result of the establishment of a 
Mediterranean unipolarity with Rome at its core during the early decades of the 
second century28 . While I doubt certain elements of this theory, particularly 

 

had served in the former Macedonian war or against Antiochus were rich men. Also see Rosenstein 

2012, 236. 
24 Gruen 1984, 288-289. 
25 Melitti 2016, 439-440 highlights that large quantities of “Campanian A” type pottery shards 

have been uncovered in Carthage, further attesting to the commercial potential that the Punic city 

represented for Roman traders.  
26 On this, I disagree with Rosenstein 2012, 236: «Yet the senators rarely if ever sent the legions 

to war to benefit the Republic’s merchant class. » as it takes for granted that senators were neatly 

separated from this so-called merchant class, following the traditional narrative on the senators’ 

alleged extraneousness to commercial interests based on the plebiscitum Claudianum, while they 

were not. As highlighted by both De Sanctis 1932, 200-202 and Balbo 2016, 74-75, a similar 

economic issue presented itself at the time of the Jugurthine War. 
27 Badian 1968, 20. 
28 See Brisson 2019; on the concept of unipolarity, Wolforth 1999, 9: «Unipolarity is a structure 

in which one state’s capabilities are too great to be counterbalanced. Once capabilities are so 

concentrated, a structure arises that is fundamentally distinct from either multipolarity (a structure 
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whether Rome actually reached this unipolar status, I agree that the roots of the 
war should be investigated in the light of and in relation to the Romans’ 
geopolitical and strategic mindset. After all, as argued, the key element behind the 
crisis of 150-149, which triggered the declaration of war, was the perception of 
excessive Carthaginian growth and that this constituted a threat, a feeling 
highlighted by the sources at least since 157 (Cato’s embassy) that, as it will be 
discussed in due course, could be substantially predated29. 

 
How real the Punic growth was and, consequently, how this translated into a 

threat to Rome is the crux of this issue, as well as a source of debate. Yann Le 
Bohec, for example, is rather critical on the good health of Carthage’s economy; 
he argues, in fact, that the Punic recovery: «...is difficult to measure and several 
arguments prompt us to limit its size. [...] above all, Carthage had lost control of 
its empire. »30  Personally, I do not agree with this last statement; while it is 
undeniable that the loss of its overseas territories harmed the economy, it is 
difficult to assume that without them there would have been no Punic recovery – 
or that it would have been very limited. The sources, in multiple instances, insist 
on how extremely rich and productive the Carthaginian heartland on its own was: 
Diodorus emphasizes how surprised Syracusan soldiers were by the prosperity of 
Carthaginian territory when they landed in Africa by the time of the Seventh 
Greco-Punic War (311-306), an experience most likely relived by Roman soldiers 
at the time of Regulus’ invasion (256-255) during the First Punic War31 . The 
conquest of the Emporia region by the Numidians offers a further marker on the 
prosperity of Punic Africa, as sources report that the city of Leptis alone brought 
Carthage a talent per day (the equivalent of 2,430,000 denarii per year)32 . As 
stated above, the chronology of the Punic-Numidian crisis is rather vague, or at 
least sufficiently imprecise to doubt when Carthage lost this region: according to 

 

comprising three or more especially powerful states) or bipolarity (a structure produced when two 

states are substantially more powerful than all others). At the same time, capabilities are not so 

concentrated as to produce a global empire. Unipolarity should not be confused with a multi- or 

bipolar system containing one especially strong polar state or with an imperial system containing 

only one major power». 
29 See Plut. Cat. Mai., 26 and App. Pun. 10, 69. 
30 Le Bohec 2011, 434. 
31 Diod. Sic. XX 3 and XX 8, 3-6 on the Syracusan invasion of Africa; see Polyb. I 29-30 on 

Regulus’ expedition. 
32 On Leptis, see Livy, XXXIV 62; when introduced, the denarius weighted 1/72 of a Roman 

pound (therefore, 4.5 gr) but by 200, its weight had declined to 1/84 of a Roman pound (3.9 gr), 

where it remained until the early Imperial period. As the treaty of Apamea (188) imposed Antiochus 

III to pay war indemnities in talents of at least 80 Roman pounds (see Polyb. XXI 42, 19 and Livy, 

XXXVIII 38), therefore, on the 1/84 standard weight, a talent would be the equivalent of roughly 

6,750 denarii; also see Taylor 2017, 145. 
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Livy, Massinissa took it over as early as 193, but Walsh, referring to Polybius, 
postpones these attacks to around 16733 . We can thus see that, if Leptis alone 
yielded more than 2.4 million denarii in a year, in the eight years before 193, 
Carthage had still “collected” the equivalent of almost 20 million denarii. Things 
change considerably if the city was conquered by the Numidians only in 167: in 
this case, Punic control lasted thirty-four years, which allowed the city to earn 
over 80 million denarii. If this is added to the potential revenues of the entire 
region of Emporia, it becomes difficult to argue that the Punic recovery was rather 
limited. The heavy payments imposed by Caesar on Thapsus and Hadrumentum 
at the time of the civil war (46) provide further insight into the wealth of African 
cities. Finally, Pliny, albeit from a later perspective, further emphasizes how rich 
this region was34. Furthermore, Le Bohec ignores the fact that there are numerous 
examples in the sources that suggest a rapid – and sustained – Carthaginian 
recovery during the first half of the second century. Livy reports that Hannibal, 
once he had assumed power, believed that Carthage had the resources necessary 
to pay the indemnities requested by Rome without even having to increase taxes35. 
However, the most emblematic episode of the Punic recovery, in my opinion, is 
what Livy reported in 191 at the time of the Roman-Seleucid War (192-188). On 
this occasion, Carthaginian envoys presented Rome with the possibility of paying 
off all the remaining debt in a single payment, a proposal that, as reported by Livy, 
was rejected by the Romans: … and, with a single payment, discharge in full the 
indemnity which they were under obligation […] the response regarding the 
money was likewise [negative] that the Romans would not accept any before the 
due date. 36  The reasons for this refusal are to be found in the political 
machinations of the senate: the annual payment was a punctual reminder of the 
Carthaginians’ subordination, a position that the Republic was well-intentioned to 
maintain37. The embassy of 157, in a way, proved to be a late confirmation of 
what had been happening for decades and that, most likely, did not surprise many 
senators since, as it will be argued later, many of them were directly involved in 
Carthage’s economic recovery. In my opinion, however, it is misleading to 
examine whether this represented an immediate menace; it is, in fact, indisputable 

 
33 Livy, XXXIV 62; Walsh 1965, 157. 
34 See Caes. Bafr. 97: exacted the following payments under the title of fines: from the men of 

Thapsus – two million sesterces; from their corporation – three million; likewise from the men of 

Hadrumetum – three million; and from their corporation – five million. Plin. HN, V 3, 24: mox 

Africae ipsius alia distinctio. Libyphoenices vocantur qui Byzacium incolunt. ita appellatur 

regio CCL p. circuitu, fertilitatis eximiae, cum centesima fruge agricolis faenus reddente terra... 
35 Livy, XXXIII 47. 
36 Livy, XXXVI 4; also see Hoyos 2010, 208: «…coming from a state that, just half a decade 

earlier, had been in dire straits over paying a single instalment, it indicates the impressive fiscal 

progress that Carthage had made». 
37 Rosenstein 2012, 234; also see Bagnall 1990, 304. 
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that, by the middle of the second century, Carthage had no intention of taking 
hostile action against Rome given the enormous gap in strength, as correctly 
remarked by Goldsworthy: «…the Carthaginians were in no position to launch a 
serious offensive against Rome, even if they wanted to»38 an element both sides 
were certainly well aware of. So how do we explain this feeling of “panic” toward 
the Carthaginian recovery? By extrapolating elements from geopolitical theories 
and international relations, it is possible to suggest an alternative rationalisation 
for Rome’s action in Africa during the second century. 

 
3. Roman geopolitical failure in Africa 

 
Following Carthage’s defeat in the Hannibalic War, the new status quo was 

primarily focused on preventing it to resume its standing and ambition as a great 
power capable of challenging Rome once again. The city’s fast recovery during 
the first half of the second century, therefore, represented a serious risk to Rome’s 
arrangement for the Mediterranean: while not an immediate threat, Carthage 
could again become one in the future. This approach, therefore, allows us to 
suggest a pre-emptive reading to the declaration of war and the conflict in general. 

 
If the Punic city did indeed pose such a threat, one wonders why it was not 

destroyed/conquered earlier. Rome could have gotten rid of its rival at the end of 
the First Punic War in 241 (although it is possible that following the disaster of 
Regulus’ campaign, there was a general hesitation to undertake a second African 
expedition)39 , potentially in 238-237, at the peak of the Sardinian crisis, and 
especially in 202-201 following Scipio’s victory at Zama. On the contrary, Rome 
contributed to Carthage’ survival, thus raising the question of whether its 
destruction, despite Catonian rhetoric and propaganda, was actually Rome’s goal. 
There is, in fact, another fundamental element that, in my opinion, has a 
considerable weight in counterbalancing the narrative that Rome had long been 
committed on destroying its rival. This element, in fact, offered the Punic state a 
layer of protection throughout most of the first half of the second century: Roman 
war indemnities40. During this period, in fact, Carthage guaranteed the Republic 
a considerable annual income that, most likely, the senate had no intention of 
losing. Very similar, moreover, was the Roman attitude after the First Punic War: 
it supported, in fact, the Carthaginians against the rebel mercenaries, offering an 

 
38 Goldsworthy 2000, 332. 
39 On Regulus’ defeat, see Polyb. I 34; Diod. Sic. XXIII 16; Livy XXVIII 43 and Per. 18; App. 

Pun. 1, 3; this failure was followed by the catastrophic loss of the entire fleet (see Polyb. I 36). 
40 Livy XXX 37 on the indemnities imposed to Carthage at the end of the Hannibalic War. 
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important contribution to the Punic victory in the Truceless War41. Already in this 
case, the Republic had strong interests (3,200 talents) in keeping the Punic state 
alive, a necessity also advocated by Polybius who, through the words of Hiero of 
Syracuse, supported the necessity of the survival of Carthage already in the 
aftermath of the First Punic War42 . Rome, therefore, implemented the lessons 
from this conflict (i.e., loss of overseas territories, payment of large indemnities) 
and added new elements to contain Punic influence: the removal any military 
capability and autonomy, and, most importantly, a geopolitical proxy that would 
ensure the new status quo. 

 
During the closing years of the Hannibalic War, Rome favoured the rise of 

Numidia as a regional power in Africa that could counterbalance the 
Carthaginians; Scipio, in the role of “kingmaker”, strongly pushed the cause of 
the now pro-Roman Massinissa and allowed him to become king instead of the 
pro-Punic Syphax 43 . The Numidians, unsurprisingly, played their role to 
perfection during the following decades by constantly harassing the 
Carthaginians; by the 150s, however, the African balance of power was not as 
well-defined or one sided as we might believe. At a first glance, Numidia seemed 
considerably stronger, a “sword of Damocles” hanging over Punic sovereignty, as 
described by Melliti; yet, it suffered from a couple of severe structural weaknesses 
that Carthage, with its resources, could have exploited to its advantage44. First, 

 
41 Polyb. I 83 mentions that Rome traded only with the Carthaginians and not with the rebels, 

a condition also imposed on its allies. Punic prisoners were also freed – without ransom – and the 

senate refused the requests of the Sardinian and Utica rebels. 
42 On the treaty of Lutatius and the war indemnities following the First Punic War, see Polyb. 

I 62-63; Polyb. I 83 on Hiero, whose rhetoric is not that different from that attributed to Scipio Nasica 

by later sources. Polybius’ words, however, carry a different weight once the chronology is 

considered: although a source of debate, it is possible to suggest that the first six books of the 

Histories were completed around 150 (see Rawson 1971, 13-15; Brunt 1971, 627-628; Ferrary 1988, 

282-283 set 145 as the deadline for the drafting of almost all of Polybius’ work – except for minor 

subsequent adjustments), thus before the age of the Gracchi and the beginning of the crisis of the 

Republic. 
43  See Brisson 2019, 185: «La Numidie de Massinissa devait en quelque sorte jouer, au 

lendemain de la guerre, le rôle de garant en Afrique du Nord du nouveau statu quo regional…»; 

several sources are rather explicit on Rome’s role in allowing the rise of Massinissa and Numidia: 

see Sall. Iug. 5, 4: ...populus Romanus quascumque urbis et agros manu ceperat regi dono dedit. Val. 

Max. V 2e, 4: But the breast of Masinissa was perhaps outstandingly replete with feelings of 

gratitude. For when by the generosity of Scipio and the Roman people he was given possession of a 

very large kingdom…; Livy XXX 17 and App. Pun. 6, 31. 
44  Melitti 2016, 452; the trend of Numidia as a strong regional power which aimed at 

conquering Carthaginian territory as part of Massinissa’s imperial ambition most likely started with 

Kahrstedt 1913 and Gsell 1928; contra this, see Walsh 1965, 155-156 and Rosenstein 2012, 237: 



Rethinking the causes of the Third Punic War 

 Historika XV - ISSN 2240-774X e-ISSN 2039-4985 171 

the historic rivalry between the Massyli and the Massesyli, the two main tribes of 
the kingdom, could easily have been reignited. By the time of the 151-150 
campaign, Appian reports that large number of Numidians joined the 
Carthaginians, suggesting rivalries, important internal tensions and a considerably 
less unified landscape45 . Second, the monarchy itself was not as solid as it 
appeared: Massinissa had been a capable ruler, but he was now very old, and his 
heirs, Micipsa, Gulussa, and Mastanabal, could have been pushed into fighting 
each other, just as Massinissa himself did when, upon the death of his father Gala 
(206), he fought against his brother Oezalces 46 . Moreover, it seems that 
Massinissa actually did not have any long-term design for his kingdom beside a 
plain imperialistic policy at the expense of a weakened Carthage. This is 
confirmed by the fact that he did not plan a settlement for his own succession: he 
left everything in the hands of Scipio Aemilianus and ordered his family to follow 
his decisions, further emphasizing Numidia’ status as a Roman geopolitical 
proxy47. As Micipsa’s brothers died prematurely, he was able to reign without 
potential rivals, but internal strife resumed in the next generation, when Jugurtha 
became king after eliminating his adoptive brothers in a civil war. Finally, even if 
Massinissa wanted to conquer Carthage, most likely Numidia lacked the military 
and political capabilities to pursue a war of attrition and especially a long siege48. 
After all, it took Rome three years to overcome the city; how many years would 
it have taken Numidia? 

 
Therefore, if the sole purpose of Rome’s geopolitical strategy in Africa 

during the first half of the second century was to prevent that Carthage raised to 

 

«The senators’ fears centred on the prospect of a rearmed Carthage continuing its war against 

Numidia and, using its financial resources to expand the conflict, sustaining it for years». 
45 App. Pun. 10, 70 mentions 6,000 deserters; App. Pun. 10, 73 implies that, overall, 32,600 

Numidians fought against Massinissa. These rivalries, however, were nothing new by the time of 

Oroscopa: App. Pun. 5, 26 highlights how, already in 206, thousands of Numidian deserters fought 

for Syphax against Massinissa. 
46 On the period of internal conflict in Numidia between the Massyli and the Massesyli (led by 

King Gala, father of Massinissa) and the difficult conquest of the throne by Massinissa, supported by 

Scipio Africanus, against Syphax, see Eckstein 1987, 234-245. 
47 See Livy Per., 50, App. Pun. 16, 105-106 and Val. Max. V 2e, 4: Ille adventum Scipionis 

fatis suis praecurrentibus haec uxori liberisque praeceperat, unum in terris populum Romanum et 

unam in populo Romano Scipionis domum nossent, integra omnia Aemiliano reservarent, eum 

dividendi regni arbitrum haberent: quod is statuisset perinde ac testamento cautum inmutabile ac 

sanctum optinerent. 
48 Polyb., 31.21.4 argues that the Numidians, while superior to the Carthaginians in the field – 

especially due to the latter’s general military inexperience – could not take any of the city; 

furthermore, App. Pun. 10, 72 suggests that the Numidians suffered heavy casualties at Oroscopa as 

well, so it is unlikely that they had the strength to attack Carthage directly. 
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the status of great power once again, there is no doubt that the Third Punic War 
represented its failure. Carthage, once again, proved its extraordinary capacity for 
resilience, a capacity well known to the Romans who had experienced it 
themselves between the First and Second Punic War49. The senate, embodied by 
Cato, feared that history was repeating itself: the episode of 191 was an initial 
alarm bell, while the situation reported by the delegation of 157 and the events of 
153 suggested by Zonaras’s chronicle, showed that Carthage, despite 
Massinissa’s action, had recovered faster than expected. This fear became 
seriously real when, in 150, a Carthaginian army marched against the Numidians. 
Although allied with Rome, Carthage was no longer bound by annual payments 
of war indemnities, and for some years it had been showing a more aggressive 
foreign policy. While this aggression was directed against Numidia and not Rome, 
there was no certainty that things would have not escalated. A bolder and more 
powerful Punic state, after all, might have increased its influence in 
Mediterranean affairs and, as a result, once again come into conflict with Rome, 
a prospect the Republic certainly did not want to come to pass. 

 
Overall, Roman geopolitical efforts in Africa not only ended up in failure, 

but even proved counterproductive: following the destruction of Carthage and the 
formation of the province of Africa, Numidia lost its role as Rome’s proxy in the 
region. Therefore, it gradually replaced the old enemy as a rival and threat to 
Roman interests in the region: the controversial Cirta massacre (112), the 
Jugurthine War’s casus belli, can be seen as the result of Rome’s geopolitical 
policy in Africa. This episode, in fact, not only was part of the civil war between 
Adherbal and Jugurtha, but it might have been the response against almost a 
century of Roman political and economic interferences in Numidia50. 

 
49  Hoyos 2015, 88: «Carthage in 220 was prosperous, secure, and mistress of a territorial 

empire larger than ever before». 
50  Sall. Iug. 26: Iugurtha in primis Adherbalem excruciatum necat, deinde omnis puberes 

Numidas atque negotiatores promiscue, uti quisque armatus obvius fuerat, interficit. Also see Diod. 

Sic. XXXIV 31: ὁµοίως δὲ καὶ τῶν Ἰταλῶν τοὺς συµµαχήσαντας τἀδελφῷ πάντας 
αἰκισάµενος ἀπέκτεινεν. On this episode, see Morstein-Marx 2000, though I do not agree with his 

conservative demographic views on the Roman presence in Numidia. As highlighted by Balbo 2016, 

74, the arbitration by Lucius Opimius represents a clear instance of Roman meddling in 

African/Numidian affairs: «l’arbitrato del 116 a.C. presuppone una visione molto chiara 

dell’influenza romana in Nordafrica, mediante tre gradazioni di controllo del territorio: governo 

principale (Cartagine), ‘stato vassallo’ (Aderbale), regno alleato semi-indipendente (Giugurta). » As 

the purpose of Opimius’ delegation was to avoid a war, and thus protect the Republic’s geopolitical 

interests in the region, it is possible that it took inspiration from the approach adopted a generation 

earlier by the pro-Carthaginian faction of the senate: main government (Sicily, the closest Roman 

province, or, alternatively Utica – as it defected to Rome at the beginning of the crisis), ‘vassal state’ 

(Carthage), semi-independent allied kingdom (Numidia). 
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4.  A divided senate 
 
The analysis of Rome’s geopolitical actions in Africa also highlights another 

key element within the context of the Third Punic War: the deep divisions within 
the senate. As it had happened on other occasions, the sources suggest that there 
was a faction – championed by Scipio Nasica – that opposed the more extremist 
approach enunciated by Cato, very well described by Plutarch in the following 
passage from his Life of Cato the Elder: 

 
And in one thing he was even more savage, namely, in 
adding to his vote on any question whatsoever these 
words: ‘In my opinion, Carthage must be destroyed.’⁠ 
Publius Scipio Nasica, on the contrary, when called 
upon for his vote, always ended his speech with this 
declaration: ‘In my opinion, Carthage must be 
spared.’51 

 
The discussion over the fate of Carthage can be seen as the final chapter in 

the long political rivalry between Cato and the Scipios: as the most prominent 
members of their respective factions, he and Nasica dominated the political scene 
in Rome and tried to influence other senators to join their cause 52 . By 
extrapolating additional information from the sources, however, it is possible to 
expose the truth behind Cato’s intransigence toward Carthage. The most blatant 
case is his well-known defence of Rhodes in the aftermath of the Third 
Macedonian War: as stated by Appian, Cato, with a foresight worthy of Nasica, 
evoked the exemplum of Scipio Africanus’ moderation when he negotiated the 
end of the Hannibalic War to the senators who wanted to declare war on Rhodes 

 
51  Plut. Cat. Mai. 27, 1: ἐκεῖνο δ' ἤδη καὶ βιαιότερον, τὸ περὶ παντὸς οὗ δήποτε 

πράγµατος γνώµην ἀποφαινόµενον προσεπιφωνεῖν οὕτως· “δοκεῖ δέ µοι καὶ Καρχηδόνα 
µὴ εἶναι”. τοὐναντίον δὲ Πόπλιος Σκιπίων ὁ Νασικᾶς ἐπικαλούµενος ἀεὶ διετέλει λέγων 
καὶ ἀποφαινόµε νος· “δοκεῖ µοι Καρχηδόνα εἶναι. I agree with Zanin 2024, 402 who argues that 

these manifestos were “schematically” associated to Cato and Nasica as, almost certainly, the most 

illustrious representatives of their respective factions. A famous previous case of senatorial 

disagreement was the decision over the fate of Capua following its recapture in 211 (see Livy, XXVI 

16; Cic. Leg. agr. II 88; Val. Max. III 8, 1; Sil. Pun. XIII 299-325). 
52 Also see Zecchini 1995, 229-230: «Scipione Emiliano, che si schierò con Catone, provocò 

così una frattura all’interno della gens Cornelia, dato che un altro Scipione, il Nasica, si fece 

portavoce in senato dell’opinione opposta». 
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in 16753. More realistically, Cato and the other senators he represented, were well-
aware that a war would have disrupted trade and business with Rhodes, in which, 
most likely, they were heavily invested54 . A second, more subtle hint on the 
senate’s factionalism over Carthage is indirectly offered by Cato himself. In a 
speech directed against those who wanted to serve as consul multiple times, 
Festus attributes the following statement to Cato: Dicere possum, quibus villae 
atque aedes aedificatae atque expolitae maximo opere citro atque ebore atque 
pavimentis Poenicisstent.55 These pavimenta Poenica, made of Numidian marble 
and much appreciated by the Roman aristocracy, take on a synonym for 
wealth/decadence in Cato’s rhetoric. Moreover, as argued by Bruneau, it is also 
possible that the expression alluded to the more pro-Punic elements in the senate, 
and that the neologism poenicissant sounds more like: «they are pro-
Carthaginian»56. There is yet a third indirect remark on the relationship between 
Rome and Carthage: the presence of senators, as mentioned by Pliny, well-versed 
in the Punic language so that they could translate Mago’s agronomic treaty into 
Latin after the destruction of the city57. 

 
53 App. Pun. 9, 65: εἰσὶ γὰρ οἳ καὶ τόδε νοµίζουσιν, αὐτὸν ἐς Ῥωµαίων σωφρονισµὸν 

ἐθελῆσαι γείτονα καὶ ἀντίπαλον αὐτοῖς φόβον ἐς ἀεὶ καταλιπεῖν, ἵνα µή ποτε ἐξυβρίσειαν 
ἐν µεγέθει τύχης καὶ ἀµεριµνία. καὶ τόδε οὕτω φρονῆσαι τὸν Σκιπίωνα οὐ πολὺ ὕστερον 
ἐξεῖπε τοῖς Ῥωµαίοις Κάτων, ἐπιπλήττων παρωξυµµένοις κατὰ Ῥόδου; Livy XXX 36, 

however, tells a rather different version of these events in which Scipio wanted to destroy Carthage, 

but hurried the negotiations as he feared losing command of the operations in the upcoming elections. 

On Cato’s defence of Rhodes, see Polyb. XXX 4, 7-9; Sall. Cat. 51, 5-6; Livy, XL 22-25; Diod. Sic. 

XXXI 3-5; Gell., NA, VI 3, 6. 
54 On the presence of a pro-Rhodian faction within the senate, Polyb. XXX 4, 9 offers a strong 

hint: ...had it not been for a few men who were their friends (ὅτι εἰ µὴ δι᾽ ὀλίγους ἀνθρώπους 
τοὺς αὑτῶν φίλους) […], they would have known well as they richly deserved what was the 

treatment proper for them. Also see Livy XLV 25; Plut. Cat. Mai. 21, 6-7 on Cato’s business 

operations, though particularly revealing, in my opinion, is Cato’s approach when he assumed 

command in Spain against the Celtiberians (195) as commented by Livy XXXIV 9: his first decision 

was to dismiss the publicani already in the province and then famously stating bellum se ipsum alet 

(war feeds itself). It is usually believed that, through this choice, Cato intended to exploit local 

resources and carry out raids against local populations to cover the needs of his army without 

depending on supplies from Rome. I would argue that this is only partially true. It is more plausible 

that Cato, a shrewd businessman, also had other intentions: he got rid of the publicani already in the 

region so that he could replace them and do business with those who were politically and 

economically closer to him. 
55  Fest. s.v. Pavimenta Poenica (p. 282, ll. 51-56 Lindsay): Pavimenta Poenica marmore 

Numidico constrata significat Cato, cum ait in ea, quam habuit, ne quis consul bis fieret [frg. 139 

Sblendorio = 185 Malcovati]. 
56 Fest. [Paul.], 348 P.L for the pavimenta as an expression of luxuria by Cato; see Bruneau 

1982, 639-655 and 645-651. 
57 Plin. HN XVIII 5, 22-23. 
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Finally, I believe that the episode of the ultimatum offered to the 

Carthaginians by Lucius Marcius Censorinus, one of the consuls in command of 
the army that landed in Africa following the declaration of war, allows us to 
combine both the political and geopolitical elements discussed so far. As reported 
by Appian, he stated that the senate’s condition for peace was the surrender of 
Carthage, which would have been then destroyed, and a relocation of its 
population to a new city no less than 16 km from the coast58. I do not believe that 
this request has received enough attention in the context of the rivalries within the 
senate and the moods of its factions. Zanin correctly describes it as a “political 
compromise”, as this was the best alternative to quell the internal rivalries59. At 
face value, it is possible that this request was deliberately unacceptable, so that 
the predictable refusal would have been cynically used as a definitive pretext for 
war. There is also the economic side of this to be considered, as the army sent to 
Africa was very expensive. Each day of service cost the aerarium almost 30,000 
denarii (just in stipendia), while 2,551 tons of wheat had to be shipped every 
month60. It is unthinkable that the soldiers would have left empty-handed; as seen, 
the promises and prospects of large wealth through a potentially easy war had 
been the main stimulus for most of them to join in the first place. At the same 
time, this ultimatum can be seen as a last, albeit naïve, attempt by the Romans to 
avoid hostilities, as the offer to relocate the population of Carthage – though 
extremely unlikely – hints at the desire of certain circles of the senate to keep 
somehow alive a Punic state in Africa. Though primarily dictated by economic 
interests, such desire would have not be different from the same that, as described 
by the sources, had developed in the aftermath of the previous Punic Wars. We 
can thus see how this compromise worked as a “win-win” scenario for the 
Romans. Carthage would have been destroyed regardless, whether its people 
would have accepted to relocate or not, which would have pleased both the more 
extremist members of the senate and the soldiers, as they would have profited one 

 
58 App. Pun. 12, 81: ‘τῆς µὲν εὐπειθείας ὑµᾶς, ὦ Καρχηδόνιοι, καὶ προθυµίας τῆς µέχρι 

νῦν ἔς τε τὰ ὅµηρα καὶ τὰ ὅπλα ἐπαινοῦµεν, χρὴ δ᾽ ἐν τοῖς ἀναγκαίοις βραχυλογεῖν. 
ὑπόστητε γενναίως τὸ λοιπὸν τῆς συγκλήτου κέλευσµα: ἔκστητε τῆς Καρχηδόνος ἡµῖν, καὶ 
ἀνοικίσασθε ὅπῃ θέλετε τῆς ὑµετέρας, ὀγδοήκοντα σταδίους ἀπὸ θαλάσσης: τήνδε γὰρ 
ἡµῖν ἔγνωσται κατασκάψαι.’ 

59 Zanin 2024, 403. 
60 Polyb. VI 39 is our best source on both payment and supplies received by Roman soldiers 

during the mid-Republican period – despite chronological issues (see Biglino 2021); I have applied 

the same proportions of infantry, centurions, and cavalry – and respective stipendia and wheat 

supplies – suggested by Polybius to a 6,000 men legion within the large army mentioned by App. 

Pun. 11, 75 and doubled the total to include the socii (assuming they were the same number, were 

paid the same and received the same number of supplies as their Roman counterparts, all elements 

we do not know, especially for the mid-second century). 
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way or the other from the inevitable loot. At the same time, it is possible that some 
senators imagined Carthage reduced to a puppet/client state, thus completing the 
process of decline started by the treaty of 201. Together with Utica – which, at the 
beginning of the crisis, defected to the Romans – this would have given the 
Republic a solid foothold in Africa, a region they knew very well for its wealth 
and resources, without fighting61. 

 
The preventive motivation for the war discussed above, however, allows us 

to examine this ultimatum differently, especially considering that the 
Carthaginians’ annihilation does not appear strictly necessary if we look beyond 
the Catonian rhetoric transmitted by the sources. When Censorinus made this 
claim, I do not think the Romans doubted that the region would still be populated 
by Carthaginians, thus suggesting that its extermination was not the aim of the 
war, contrary to Bagnall’s claim: «...early in the summer of 149 the Roman 
legions marched out of their camp at Castra Cornelia, intent on the annihilation 
of the Carthaginian race. »62  Rome’s target was the city of Carthage, not its 
people, to whom it granted a final – if unacceptable – chance to avoid war. At the 
same time, restricting the Carthaginians’ access to the sea had a precise aim: 
removing them from Mediterranean trade. This would have been lethal to the 
Punic economy, and beneficial to the faction of the Roman senate economically 
uninvolved with Carthage, like Cato, as it would have weakened its opposition. If 
removed from the sea, Carthage would no longer have been at the centre of 
international trade and would therefore lose its main source of income. This, 
consequently, would have removed any residual aspiration and/or ambition it may 
have had to return to being a great power, no longer representing a threat to Rome, 
as stressed by Florus: medium senatus elegit, ut urbs tantum loco moveretur. Nihil 
enim speciosus videbatur quam esse Carthaginem, quae non timeretur63, and thus 
turning for the better its African geopolitical handiwork. 

 

 
61 I do not think, in fact, it is a coincidence that as early as 122 the Romans tried to re-establish 

Carthage as a colony (though Gaius Gracchus’ initiative would be thwarted for political reasons – 

see, Vell. Pat. I 15, 4 and II 7, 8); this process would be completed in 46 by Caesar (see App. Pun. 

20, 136). Roman Carthage, unsurprisingly, would become of the Empire’s most important cities: in 

the fourth century CE, Auson. Ordo nob. Urb. 3 describes it equal to Constantinople as second only 

to Rome itself. 
62  Bagnall 1990, 310; Hoyos 2015, 277 on the survival of the Punic element in the 

Mediterranean after the war. The rise of the Neo-Punic language in the aftermath of the war, as 

attested in numerous bilingual inscriptions, shows that the Romans were not intentioned in a 

genocide campaign against the Carthaginans. E.g., IRT2009 319, the dedication of the market in 

Leptis Magna to Augustus dated to 8, in which the Latin follows the Neo-Punic word for word. 
63 Flor. I 31, 5-6. 
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Finally, there is one last element that may have contributed to the outbreak 
of the war: the perception that Rome was experiencing a military crisis and that a 
conflict against a weaker adversary could help resolve it. The way in which the 
operations were managed and conducted, however, had the opposite effect. 

 
 

5. The Third Punic War and the Roman military crisis 
 
By the mid-second century, despite great successes, expansion, and the 

spread of the Republic’s hegemony, the sources report that the legions were 
suffering defeats and difficulties during the campaigns overseas64. This paradox 
is well represented by Lucilius, a satirist who fought at Numantia in 133, who 
commented: The Roman people has often been defeated by force and overcome 
in many battles, but has never lost a war – and that is all that matters.65 A feeling 
highlighted and dramatized by Livy: It is a lot assigned to us by some fate that in 
all great wars we have been first defeated and then victorious.66 

 
The Republican military system, while not having a standing army, allowed 

for constant interaction between recruits and experienced veterans through the 
constant sending of supplementa (reinforcements). Furthermore, the pattern that 
emerges from examining the case of Spurius Ligustinus suggests that military 
service was increasingly professionalised during the second century and that, as a 
result, the level of experience of the average Roman citizen was relatively high67. 
Nevertheless, what might be labelled as “Ligustinus’ generation”, who had started 
their service in the aftermath of the Hannibalic War and carried Rome during the 
victorious overseas campaigns of the first half of the second century, was being 
replaced by a new crop of Roman soldiers who did not experience the same level 
of deployment and combat. As argued by Michael Taylor, following the Third 

 
64 See Goldsworthy 2006, 333: «There was a growing sense of insecurity in Rome during the 

150s BC. The wars in the early decades of the century had been won with great ease by Roman 

armies composed of highly experienced officers and men. Gradually the generation of the Hannibalic 

War grew too old for military service and their knowledge and skill were lost. […] Experienced 

soldiers were replaced by younger men who were less aware that Rome’s military success was based 

upon thorough training, careful logistical preparation and skilled leadership and believed instead that 

success was their due simply because they were Romans». 
65 Frg. 613-614M. 
66 Livy XXVI 41. 
67 Nicolet 1980, 97 on the fact that, during the second century, the main purpose of the annual 

dilectus was to reinforce the legions already in service through, precisely, the sending of 

supplementa; on the episode of Ligustinus, see Livy XLII 34; see Biglino 2020, 219-225 on its 

importance with regard to military service towards the middle of the second century; finally, Cic. 

Cael. 5, 11 mentions that citizens underwent a training period (tirocinium militae) lasting one year. 
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Macedonian War, the Republic entered a vicious cycle due to decreasing military 
activity in the period 167-150. This overall negative trend saw less experienced 
soldiers, officers, and commanders and, in turn, increasing number of failures on 
the field, making Roman citizens more reluctant to serve: «The later second 
century BCE was therefore not a period defined by professionalisation and 
transformation (the so-called Marian reforms), but rather by amateurism and 
stagnation. »68  Instead of soldiers, however, I would argue that commanders 
represented the potential main issue. First, their terms were short, a feature 
expected of them by the Roman political system; this did not allow capable 
experienced commanders to complete their campaigns and ran the risk of them 
being replaced by less competent officers. Second, the poor turnover within the 
ruling class, a factor harshly criticized by Cato, allowed the same people to regain 
command positions regardless of their merits and without fear of political 
repercussions in the event of defeat69. This, inevitably, had a major impact on the 
performance of the legions during military campaigns. The growing political 
competition of the second century was certainly one of the culprits of this 
situation. Considering how crucial military successes were to progress – and 
economically sustain – the cursus honorum, members of the Roman aristocracy 
bitterly competed for positions of command that would allow them to obtain glory 
and triumphs. Livy, for example, says that Scipio Africanus seriously considered 
besieging and destroying Carthage, but was deterred by the fear of the upcoming 
elections and the appointing of a successor who would have undeservedly 
benefitted from all the fruits of his African campaign. In a similar fashion, Quintus 
Caecilius Metellus Macedonicus took advantage of the situation in Greece as a 
way to further capitalize his previous victories over the Macedonians, thus tried 
to end the Achaean War before the arrival of the new appointed commander, 
Lucius Mummius70. The element that links this military decline to the Third Punic 

 
68 Taylor 2023, 146. 
69  Plut. Cat. Mai. 8; see Rosenstein 1990, 18: The assumption that military failure simply 

precluded a man’s chances for further office is completely without foundation. Moreover, no simple 

correlation can be established between the magnitude of a defeat and subsequent chances for 

advancement. […] Indeed, no evidence suggests that as a group the defeated generals’ chances of 

future electoral victory were any worse than their undefeated peers’. 
70  Livy XXX 36: In consilio quamquam iusta ira omnes ad delendam stimulabat 

Carthaginem, tamen cum et quanta res esset et quam longi temporis obsidio tam munitae et tam 

validae urbis reputarent, et ipsum Scipionem exspectatio successoris venturi ad paratam alterius 

labore ac periculo finiti belli famam sollicitaret, ad pacem omnium animi versi sunt. On Metellus, 

see Paus. VII 15, 1: Μέτελλος δὲ παραυτίκα ἐπέπυστο ὡς Μόµµιος καὶ ὁ σὺν αὐτῷ στρατὸς 
ἐπὶ Ἀχαιοὺς ἀφίκοιτο: καὶ ἐποιεῖτο σπουδήν, εἰ ἐπιθεὶς αὐτὸς πέρας τῷ πολέµῳ φανῇ πρὶν 
ἢ Μόµµιον ἐς τὴν Ἑλλάδα ἀφῖχθαι. Also see Zanin 2024, 403: «Alla metà del II secolo dovevano 

essere molti i senatori romani a temere i contraccolpi della distruzione di Cartagine […], 

specialmente quei nobili che, avendo già rivestito preture e consolati e non potendo sperare in 
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War is the fact that Rome, at that time, due to this perceived decline and its effects, 
needed a war and, in particular, an easy victory, and Carthage represented an ideal 
target.71 A campaign with great propaganda resonance that, ideally, would have 
resulted in an easy and quick victory would have been very useful to the Roman 
cause – and that of the senatorial class – of that period. 

 
Combining these factors, one can see how this conflict may have contributed 

to this desire to boost morale and restore a sense of superiority among the 
population and the army. However, the operations against Carthage were so 
poorly managed by the Roman commanders that it took three long and difficult 
years to get the better of the city despite the disparity in forces and the huge army 
sent to Africa. The Romans also greatly underestimated the Punic capabilities, 
although I do not agree with Taylor’s argument that the Carthaginians, on the 
other hand, had more military experience than their Roman counterparts72 . As 
mentioned previously, in fact, there is no doubt that Carthage was experiencing a 
period of military weakness and decline (the desired outcome of the treaty of 201) 
and that it had no intention of provoking the Romans since the end of the 
Hannibalic War. This feeling, in 150, was certainly more obvious: it was already 
at war with Numidia, and the results on the field were far from encouraging after 
the debacle of Oroscopa. It is even possible that the poor performance of the Punic 
army against Massinissa’s forces did not go unnoticed by certain circles of the 
senate eager for war. Given the ease with which they had been defeated by the 
Numidians, they thought, it was unlikely that Carthage would prove particularly 
tenacious in the event of war. Nevertheless, the city had demonstrated that it had 
the resources and, if necessary, the will to resist. First of all, its population was 
certainly very motivated to defend the city from unjust Roman aggression, an 

 

comandi militari nell’imminente Guerra, avrebbero potuto ricavare poco o nulla dal nuovo conflitto 

con Cartagine». 
71 Also see Taylor 2023, 157: «The decision to initiate the Third Punic War must be tied into 

both the possibilities and anxieties created by the relative demobilization of the past seventeen years 

[…]. It is likely not a coincidence that the most fervent advocate of war, Cato the Elder, was a living 

fossil from an earlier time. »; a similar episode is mentioned in 157 when the Romans attacked the 

Illyrians primarily as a way to provide experience to their soldiers, see Polyb., 32.13.8: πόλεµον 
ἐνστησάµενοι πρὸς τοὺς προειρηµένους ἅµα µὲν ὡσανεὶ καινοποιῆσαι τὰς ὁρµὰς καὶ 
προθυµίας τῶν ἰδίων ὄχλων. 

72  Taylor 2023, 157: «Ironically, the Carthaginians, who had spent the previous two years 

desperately fighting a losing war against Massinissa, were on more of a war-footing than their Roman 

counterparts. »; Polyb., 31.12.3 argues that the Carthaginians: had always been poor soldiers, having 

latterly become completely enervated in consequence of the long peace. Furthermore, App., Pun., 

10.73 says that the Punic army was almost entirely wiped out at Oroscopa, so they must have lost 

most of their experienced soldiers by 149 when the Roman army landed in Africa. 
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aspect that is well highlighted in Appian’s chronicle73. The defenders, therefore, 
could count on a morale that was considerably superior to that of the Roman 
soldiers (which subsequent defeats and the course of operations contributed to 
lower even further). Secondly, I do not believe that Carthage was as unprepared 
for war as traditionally claimed. Le Bohec, as further confirmation of the limited 
Carthaginian recovery, referring to a passage in Appian, comments that: 
«...because of its impoverishment, Carthage could no longer pay mercenaries. »74 
though he himself would add that the real reason behind the absence of 
mercenaries were the clauses of the treaty of 201. Carthage, in the decades 
following the Hannibalic War, certainly had the resources to resume recruiting 
mercenaries, but Rome would have not allowed it. The passage in question from 
Appian (Pun., 11.76), moreover, is rather misleading: Carthage is described as 
completely unprepared and defenceless in order to push the narrative of an 
unjustified and unexpected declaration of war. Shortly after, however, Appian 
describes the massive quantities of military material that will be delivered to the 
Romans in a last desperate attempt to avoid war75. Goldsworthy argues that the 
quantities of equipment given away during the negotiations may have been 
inflated by Appian. The sources on which he bases his chronicle, moreover, could 
have inflated the amount of Punic resources in order to demonstrate an increase 
in war preparations by the Carthaginians at the time of the attack on the city76. 
This, consequently, would have provided irrefutable proof that they were 
preparing for war and that the attack was, therefore, justified. At the same time, 
however, one should not be too hasty in rejecting the figures reported by the 
sources: Carthage, after all, was the centre of production and storage of military 
equipment for the entire Punic state. Furthermore, while it is true that the city 
could not declare war without Roman authorization, the treaty of 201 did not 
prevent it from having a military force 77 . Finally, the city was at war with 
Numidia, a factor that certainly caused an increase in war production78. 

 

 
73 App. Pun. 13, 93. 
74  Le Bohec 2011, 436; see App. Pun. 11, 76: οὐ συµµάχους ἔχοντες, οὐ µισθοφόρους 

ἑτοίµους, οὐ σῖτον ἐς πολιορκίαν συνενηνεγµένον, οὐκ ἄλλο οὐδέν, ὡς ἐν ἀκηρύκτῳ καὶ 
ταχεῖ πολέµῳ, οὐδ᾽ αὐτοὶ διαρκεῖν δυνάµενοι Ῥωµαίοις τε καὶ Μασσανάσσῃ. 

75 App. Pun. 12, 80. 
76 Goldsworthy 2000, 338. 
77 Livy XXX 37 mentions that, according to the treaty, Carthage had to hand over its fleet (with 

the exception of ten triremes) and, above all, that it could not keep or train war elephants: et naues 

rostratas praeter decem triremes traderent elephantosque quos haberent domitos, neque domarent 

alios: bellum neue in Africa neue extra Africam iniussu populi Romani gereren. 
78 As a comparison, see Diod. Sic. XIV 41 who describes how, in 399, Dionysius I had entirely 

reorganized Syracuse to produce weapons at the time of the war against Carthage. 
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As is well known, the operations against Carthage proved much more 
difficult than expected for the Romans until the assignment of command to Scipio 
Aemilianus, the only officer who, according to Appian’s chronicle, proved 
competent during the campaign. He was elected consul in 147 even though he 
was not yet old enough, therefore an illegality for the Roman system. However, 
given the mediocre results obtained up to that point, the senate probably did not 
have too many scruples as it was eager to put an end to the war79. 

 
Overall, it can be argued that, up until the last year of the war, the Third Punic 

War contributed to obtaining exactly the opposite effect of that hoped for in the 
context of military decline. Rome hoped to quickly defeat Carthage in order to 
inject a dose of security and confidence in its military capabilities that was felt to 
be necessary given the difficulties in the overseas campaigns. This aspect could 
also suggest a further motive behind the destruction of the city in 146. The 
motivations behind this decision, reported by Polybius himself, have been 
abundantly commented: revenge against sworn enemies, economic-commercial 
rationality, unscrupulous and imperialist use of their supremacy, desire for plunder 
or all the above combined80. I believe, however, that a new one could be added: 
the psychological motivation dictated by the military crisis. The disappointing 
progress of the operations created the political and symbolic need to destroy 
Carthage so that the Roman people could be reminded of their strength. 
Furthermore, the war even failed in compensating the general that, as argued by 
Taylor, was upsetting the Roman army. As Fabius Maximus Aemilianus (cos. 
145) obtained command of the operations against Viriathus’ Lusitanians, he 
purposefully recruited fresh troops instead of employing the veterans of the 
recently concluded wars in Africa and Macedonia/Greece81. It is even possible 
that he was encouraged by the senate to focus recruitment among more amateur 
citizens and ignore the now conspicuous number of veterans that Rome had for 
the first time in almost two decades, potentially as an excuse to keep spreading 
military experience among the citizen body. 

 
In this way it is possible to return to the concept of crisis mentioned above 

in order to use it to understand the rationale behind this psychological motivation. 

 
79 A situation not very different from that which occurred the previous generation with Scipio 

Africanus (see Livy XXV 2 on his election as aedile and the opposition of the tribunes since he was 

too young). On the overall incompetence of Roman commanders minus Scipio, it is possible that the 

sources wanted to praise him: Rich 2015, 67 argues that Appian, on the mid-Republican period, relied 

primarily on Polybius, who certainly did not hesitate to highlight the abilities of his patron. 
80 See Hoyos 2015, 271-272. 
81 See App., Hisp., 11.65. 



Fabrizio Biglino 

182 www.historika.unito.it 

I believe that the following comment by Santangelo can explain how the Romans 
perceived the military decline: 

 
«...a notion derived from the language of medicine, 
where ‘crisis’ (already in the Greek Krìsis, and later in 
its modern derivation) indicate the stage in the course 
of an illness at which there is the prospect, at the same 
time, of a fatal outcome and a full recovery. »82 

 
For the Romans, moreover, the concept of crisis was closer to how it was 

understood by the Greeks rather than how we understand it today. It is therefore 
possible to view the military decline of the second century from a medical 
perspective: the army was the patient whose κρίσις required the destruction of 
Carthage, a decision on which the recovery or a further worsening (even fatal) of 
the symptoms depended. Considering that in the same year (146) Corinth was 
also destroyed, but above all that, a little more than a decade later, the same fate 
befell the decidedly less important Numantia, it can be deduced that the 
destruction of Carthage had not led to the desired resolution of the crisis83. 

 
Conclusions 

 
As stated, while the Punic Wars represent one of the pivotal moments in the 

history of Rome, the Third Punic War is usually relegated as a side chapter of this 
historical epic. Traditionally depicted as unjustified and unmotivated as well as 
one of the most striking cases of what today we might define as “shock and awe” 
via the destruction of Carthage, it is also regarded as the symbol the new brutality 
of Roman imperialism. Through this paper, it has been my intention to highlight 
how this conflict instead played a key role in the political, economic, and military 
debate in Rome by the mid-second century. By surveying this conflict as a case 
of a preventive war through a different interpretation of the fear conveyed by the 
sources through Cato’s intransigence, it has allowed us to argue that the Third 
Punic War was anything but unjustified or unmotivated. Once the events and 
intrigues that led to the declaration of war have been reconsidered from a more 

 
82 Santangelo 2021, 303; also see Koselleck 2006, 363-364. 
83 Purcell 1995, 133-148 argues that the destruction of a city, due to its powerful symbolic 

value, contributes to the consolidation of a hegemonic power through intimidation; on this, see Just. 

Epit. XXXIV 2, 6: ut hoc exemplo ceteris civitatibus omnibus metus novarum rerum incuteretur, 

similarly to what Diod. Sic. XXXII 4, 3 said on how the destruction of Thebes by the Macedonians 

(335) was used to coerce the Greeks. However, while Purcell emphasizes how the destruction of 

Carthage and Corinth fit this model, Zecchini 2005 highlights that the destruction of Carthage and 

Numantia carried considerably more significance in the Roman historical reflection. 
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geopolitical point of view, thus highlighting the complexity of the underpinning 
dynamics, the relevance of this conflict becomes undeniable. 

 
The year 146, due to the destruction of both Carthage and Corinth, has 

assumed by now the weight of a historical convention as it marked the shift from 
a supposed defensive imperialism to a more aggressive one, marking a 
fundamental turning point in the history of Rome 84 . This is also strongly 
emphasized by the sources through the concept of metus hostilis and how the year 
146 represents its end. Personally, I oppose the ‘defensive’ imperialism theory, as 
it can be – and has been – used as an apology for imperialism, but also because 
imperialism is inherently aggressive 85 . After all, as remarked by John 
Mearshimer: «A great power that has a marked power advantage over its rivals is 
likely to behave more aggressively, because it has the capability as well as the 
incentive to do so. By contrast, great powers facing powerful opponents will be 
less inclined to consider offensive action and more concerned with defending the 
existing balance of power from threats by their more powerful opponents.»86 
Therefore, rather than a supposed change in its imperialistic nature, I believe that 
the Third Punic War represents a fundamental turning point in Rome’s overall 
geopolitical strategy toward the rest of the Mediterranean; as argued by Brisson, 
it is the destruction of Carthage in 146, rather than the peace of Apamea (188), 
that represents the beginning of Roman unipolarity87. Since this conflict, as said, 
represents the failure of the Republic’s more indirect approach that had 
characterized its imperialist design during the first half of the second century, it 
forced it to shift toward a more direct approach. It is not a coincidence, in my 
opinion, that Rome started to establish new provinces from 146, with Africa and 
Macedonia (as the Fourth Macedonian War and the Achaean War represent a 
comparable failure in the East) being the first ones in over fifty years, thus 

 
84 Morley 2010, 30-32 highlights interesting elements on the ongoing discussion over Roman 

imperialism. 
85 See How and Leigh 1896, 235: «the growth of Roman dominion was the necessary and 

natural advance of a genuine governing notion in a world politically disordered, like the advance of 

the English in India. » I disagree with Brizzi 2023, 112: «Lo spaventoso bagno di sangue […] rese la 

res publica preda di un metus che la attanagliò per decenni, motivandola nella scelta di guerre 

preventive e di un imperialismo che può ben definirsi défensif…» When it declared war on Carthage 

in 149, Rome has been an aggressive and expansionist power for over two and a half centuries; the 

vast majority of Roman wars during the first half of the second century were offensive, aiming at 

imposing the new geopolitical order established by the victory over Carthage in the Hannibalic War. 
86 Mearsheimer 2014, 37. 
87 See Brisson 2019, 197; I would argue, however, that not only in the following decades there 

will be strong resistance against it, but that the battle of Carrhae (53) and the beginning of the Roman-

Persian rivalry triggered a transition of this sort of unipolarity toward a bipolar system (Just. Epit. 

XLI 1: Parthi, penes quos velut divisione orbis cum Romanis facta nunc Orientis imperium est…). 
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representing an essential step in Rome’ six centuries long hegemony over the 
Mediterranean region. 

 
Nevertheless, such a fundamental shift in its geopolitical strategy was 

bounded to leave its mark on Rome itself: the words attributed to Scipio Nasica 
take on a posthumous prophetic tone, since they are attributed to him by later 
sources such as Appian or Plutarch88. At the same time, however, the importance 
of the survival of Carthage for Rome itself is highlighted by Polybius or Sallust, 
both much closer to the facts (the first contemporary, the second living in the 
following generation). The Greek historian, already in the aftermath of the First 
Punic War, comments on the need for a power that would counterbalance the 
Roman one in the Mediterranean. Sallust, writing in the first century and during 
the completion of the crisis of the Republic, describes the metus hostilis as the 
element that had allowed the Romans to remain united and compact89. As both 

 
88  Morley 2010, 24: «…most account of the growth of Roman power were written in 

retrospect, from the perspective of the crisis of the last century of the Republic or from the vantage 

point of the new monarchical order established after the civil wars by Augustus […] they do naturally 

interpret the past according to present concerns and in the service of present needs». 
89 Sall. Jug. 41: …metus hostilis in bonis artibus civitatem retinebat. Rüpke 1990, 74 argues 

that Gallic invasion of 390 and the Allia River in particular, caused a “historical psychosis” in Rome 

and a permanent psychological wound, hence, through the metus Gallicus, they personified the first 

incarnation of this ancestral fear; Bellomo 2019, 24 reminds us that: «già verso la metà del I secolo 

a.C. il tema era infatti divenuto oggetto di esercitazioni retoriche, ed esso ritorna costantemente, 

sebbene con diverse inclinazioni, nelle narrazioni degli storici successive…» on the rhetoric use of 

the fate of Carthage, see Rhet. Her. 3, 2 and Cic. Inv. Rhet. I 8 and I 12; Ziolkowski 2000, 157 has 

suggested a completely different approach by arguing that hatred rather than fear was the main 

driving force behind the Romans’ decision to declare war against Carthage. Personally, I do not agree 

with this interpretation as the concepts of metus and odium – and what they meant to the Romans – 

cannot be interchanged so easily, and there is no feeling of actual odium in the sources, not even 

hidden or hinted, towards the Carthaginians; as an example of the use of odium, see Tac. Ann. XV 

44: igitur primum correpti qui fatebantur, deinde indicio eorum multitudo ingens haud proinde in 

crimine incendii quam odio humani generis convicti sunt. Second century authors, offer a portrait of 

the Carthaginians quite different from what we might imagine: Plaut., Poen. gives a rather 

sympathetic portrayal of the Carthaginian Hanno despite having been written few years after the 

Second Punic War. Others, such as Coelius Antipater and Polybius, depiction of Hannibal was overall 

rather positive (on Coelius Antipater’s opinion, see Cic. Div. I 24, 48-49; Cicero himself, in Sest. 142, 

recalls how other Roman authors of the past had celebrated Hannibal: quis Carthaginiensium pluris 

fuit Hannibale consilio, virtute, rebus gestis, qui unus cum tot imperatoribus nostris per tot annos de 

imperio et de gloria decertavit? hunc sui cives e civitate eiecerunt: nos etiam hostem litteris nostris 

et memoria videmus esse celebratum). It was only from the first century onwards that authors began 

to insist more on the more negative and morally questionable elements of his character (perfidia and 

lack of fides in particular); well-known examples are Nep. Hann. 9, 2 who describes Hannibal as vir 

omnium callidissimus or Livy XXI 4 list of Hannibal’s flaws: But these great merits were matched 
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history and geopolitical studies teach us, every great power needs a rival because 
not only it justifies its very existence as a power, but it represents its restraining 
factor. Rome, like others before and after it, followed this pattern: with the 
destruction of Carthage, the last vestiges of this arcane fear of external threats had 
been overcome once and for all. From this moment on, Rome had to deal with 
ever greater and more pressing internal problems that exploded within the space 
of a generation. It is no coincidence, in fact, that that only a decade after the 
destruction of Carthage, the assassination of Tiberius Gracchus took place, thus 
triggering the beginning of internal political violence which would consume the 
Republic during the course the next century. When Carthage, its restraining factor, 
disappeared, Rome replaced it with the only one worthy of taking its place: Rome 
itself. 

 
f.biglino@unito.it 
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Abstract 

 

Overshadowed by the major battles and prominent figures of earlier conflicts, the 

Third Punic War (149–146 BCE) has received only a fraction of the attention that 

historians have devoted to its predecessors; moreover, owing to its limited military 

impact, it is a conflict that tends to be overlooked. This episode, however, offers a 

highly significant insight into Roman foreign policy during the second century BCE. 

In this article, I intend to re-examine the causes and motivations behind the declaration 

of war in 149 BCE, an event that the traditional narrative of the Punic Wars regards 

as unjustified and has characterised as an example of ruthless Roman imperialism. 

Through a combination of strategic, economic, and geopolitical considerations, this 

study aims to highlight the key events and decisions undertaken by both parties prior 

to the outbreak of war, and to suggest that Rome, in its dealings with Carthage, 

adopted a preventive strategy. Such an approach enables a clearer understanding of 

the balance of power between Rome and Carthage during the second century BCE, as 

well as the extent to which the experience of the earlier Punic Wars profoundly 

influenced political debate within the Roman Senate. Finally, it is my intention to 

suggest that, by the mid-second century BCE, Rome was undergoing a military crisis, 

a factor that may have contributed to the decision to attack Carthage. The poor results 

achieved in the field, however, produced the opposite effect, to the extent that the 

destruction of Carthage came to be perceived as a necessity. 

 

Oscurata dalle grandi battaglie e dai personaggi dei conflitti precedenti, la Terza Guerra 

Punica (149-146) ha ricevuto solo una parte dell’attenzione che gli storici hanno dedicato 

ai suoi predecessori; inoltre, a causa del suo impatto militare limitato, si tratta di un 

conflitto che tende a essere trascurato. Questo episodio, tuttavia, offre uno spaccato molto 

importante della politica estera romana durante il secondo secolo. Con questo articolo 

intendo riesaminare le cause e le motivazioni dietro alla dichiarazione di guerra del 149, 

evento che la narrativa tradizionale delle Guerre Puniche ritiene ingiustificato ed 

etichettato come esempio di spietato imperialismo romano. 

Attraverso una combinazione di considerazioni di natura strategica, economica e 

geopolitica, questo lavoro mira ad evidenziare gli eventi e le decisioni cruciali prese da 

entrambe le parti prima della guerra e suggerire che Roma, nei suoi rapporti con Cartagine, 

utilizzò una strategia preventiva. Un simile approccio ci permette di comprendere meglio 

i rapporti di forza tra Roma e Cartagine durante il secondo secolo, e come l’esperienza 

delle precedenti Guerre Puniche influenzò fortemente il dibattito politico nel Senato 

romano. Infine, è mia intenzione suggerire che Roma, verso la metà del secondo secolo, 

stava attraversando una crisi militare, elemento che potrebbe aver contribuito alla 

decisione di attaccare Cartagine. Gli scarsi risultati sul campo ebbero, tuttavia, l’effetto 

opposto, al punto che la distruzione di Cartagine divenne una necessità. 


